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(54) Abstract Title 

A virtual local environment in a communications system 

(57) A system for creating a virtual local environment for a mobile subscriber provides an Internet connection by 
means of a computer terminal (1 ) and mobile telephone (3) (or a fixed telephone) whereby information specific to 
the subscriber's current location can be accessed automatically. A subscriber location signal transmitted from the 
mobile network's base station (4) is linked via an API (9) to a browser where it automatically becomes a search 
key word. Search engine software at the remote resource (7) performs a match according to distance from the 
subscriber's location and selects the appropriate information for relaying back to the terminal (1), such as 
information on local hotels, restaurants etc. 
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copy. 
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1 2340336 


A VIRTUAL LOCAL ENVIRONMENT IN A COMMUNICATIONS 

SYSTEM 

This invention relates to a system and method for accessing information 
from a resource, such as the Internet, by a mobile subscriber.^ 

It is known for a subscriber to be provided witK^wJs&ess andipersonal 
communication environment via public or private telecommunications 
networks (electronic mail, Internet and Intranet, for example). 

However, a mobile subscriber will, from time to time, want to gain access 
to local information (i.e. information relating to his immediate temporary 
location) without necessarily knowing or needing to know who would be 
providing it. Such information could comprise, for example, the 
whereabouts of hotels, restaurants, hospitals, leisure facilities, etc within, 
say, a radius of 10 miles of his current location. 

This invention aims to provide a means for creating a "virtual local 
environment" for a mobile subscriber. 

According to a first aspect of the present invention, a system for enabling a 
subscriber to access information, specific to his locality, from a remote 
resource comprises: 

a subscriber communications unit including means for recording 
data relating to the subscriber's location, 

a user interface module including means for generating a 
subscriber location address message for transmission to the remote 
resource, and receiving means for receiving from the remote 
resource, information specific to the subscriber locality. 
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According to a second aspect of the invention, a method for enabling a 
subscriber to access information specific to bis locality from a remote 
resource comprises the steps of: 

5 - recording data relating to the subscriber's location; 

generating a subscriber location address message; 

transmitting the subscriber location address message to the remote 
10 resource; 

and receiving from the remote resource, information specific to the 
subscriber locality. 

15 The subscriber communications unit may comprise, for example, a mobile 
or fixed telephone handset, an "intelligent phone" or a radio modem. 

The user interface module may be incorporated in the subscriber 
communications unit. 

20 

Alternatively, the user interface module may form part of a PDA 
("personal digital assistant"), computer terminal or similar device which 
includes the necessary software for accessing resources such as the 
Internet. The PDA or computer terminal may for example include a 
25 keyboard and/or a speech recognition facility. 

A communications link between a telephone handset and a computer 
terminal may be established by any conventional means such as a hard 
wire or infra-red link. 


30 


In the case where a mobile telephone is employed, data relating to the 
location of the subscriber may be provided to the handset and over an air 
interface from its controlling base station. Further, the location address 
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message and location specific information from the remote resource may 
be relayed, at least in part, over an air interface. 

In the case where a fixed telephone handset is employed, location 
5 information may be provided by the telephone services network at the 
socket which is connected via a land line to a public switched telephone 
network. 

As a further alternative, a global positioning system (GPS) receiver, co- 
10 located with the communications unit could be used to determine location. 

The means for recording information relating to the subscriber's locality 
and received from a telephone network by the handset may comprise 
simple logic circuitry. 

15 

This information, when transmitted from the handset to the interface 
module is then used by the interface module to generate a location address 
message. The means for generating this address may comprise an 
applications programming interface (API). 

20 

Preferably, the remote resource is also equipped with an API for enabling 
it to select the relevant information for relaying back to the subscriber via 
the telephone handset, such information being dependant upon the 
address message that the remote resource receives. 

25 

By virtue of the invention, in addition to general access to the Internet, a 
mobile multi-media subscriber has access to a virtual local environment 
(VLE). 

30 An embodiment of the invention will now be described, by way of example 
only, with respect to the drawing which is a schematic diagram of a 
system for creating a virtual local environment in accordance with the 
invention. 
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In the Figure, a lap-top computer terminal 1 is connected by a wire link 2 
to a mobile telephone 3. Both the terminal 1 and telephone 3 are operated 
by and located together with a subscriber. The mobile telephone 3 
5 communicates over an air interface with its serving base station 4. The 
base station 4 is connected via land line 5 to a mobile switching centre 6 
which in turn, is linked to a remote resource 7 such as an Internet server. 
Such an arrangement as this, as so far described, is known. 

10 Further, and in accordance with the invention, the mobile telephone 3 is 
provided with a memory 8 for recording its locality. Information relating 
to its locality is provided by transmissions from the base station 4 whose 
geographical position and area of coverage (commonly referred to as "cell" 
in a mobile cellular communications system) are known. Also, in 

15 accordance with the invention, the lap-top computer terminal 1 includes a 
first API 9 for receiving the recorded locality from the mobile telephone 3 
and in response, generating a location address message for transmission 
(via the mobile telephone 3, the base station 4 and the mobile switching 
centre 6) to the remote resource 7. 

20 

The remote resource 7 is additionally provided, according to an optional 
feature of the invention, with a second API 10 for enabling it to access that 
information available which is specific to the locality of the subscriber. 

25 The VLE may be based on a web browser and Internet search engine 

technology in a suitably modified form. For instance, it ranks information 
according to the distance of the referred information from the subscriber's 
known position plus other key words are entered. Thus, if the network 
knows that the subscriber is located at a particular hotel, then it would 

30 respond with information on the hotel's restaurant and other facilities, 
then, say filling stations in nearby streets, then shopping facilities in the 
vicinity, then theatres or restaurants in the city and so on. In order to 
shorten the browsing process, key words can also be entered (e.g. 
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"theatres") or selected from a menu which may itself be adaptive according 
to the location. Responses to the key word would be ranked as before 
according to distance . 

The subscriber's procedure is as follows. He selects "local" in his browser 
and is then presented with default immediate local information including 
his present location, plus the relevant menu to help him define his search. 
In a refinement of the invention, the subscriber is able to search ahead in 
locations where he expects to be in the future. 

Accordingly, search engine techniques are used to locate and rank 
information which is already on the Internet. The facility could be 
provided by a specialist Value Added Service provider in partnership with 
the subscriber's normal Service provider. 

An example of the method of operation is as follows. The base station 4 
signals to the mobile telephone 3 its location (e.g. location co-ordinates of 
the serving cell). When the subscriber has selected u VLE n in the browser, 
the first API 9 links the location information to the browser where it 
automatically becomes a search keyword and is sent via the network (4, 5, 
6) to a modified search engine. This modified search engine software 
forms a match on local facilities from information supplied on the 
Internet, ranked according to radial distance between the subscriber's 
location and location of the facility described. It then sends "default local 
information" to the subscriber. The subscriber then selects the desired 
page from the search result. The browser software enables the subscriber 
to automatically send a selected keyword from a menu linked to the local 
co-ordinates (e.g. "restaurant" + "local"). Alternatively, he can 
automatically send local co-ordinates plus his own keyword or select a 
radial distance over which a search should be carried out. The modified 
search engine performs a ranked match as before. 


6 


Necessarily, the creators of Internet information must add the location of 
the service or facility described. This is done using the second API 10 for 
Internet authoring software which invites the author to incorporate the 
applicable location co-ordinates in the keyword descriptor of this service or 
5 information which they are promoting. 

In order to make the insertion of location co-ordinates for a local facility 
easy, automated means are proposed. One such proposal is a set of web 
page maps provided by the VLE Service provider. 

10 

The author would call up the relevant map, identify the location required, 
"click" a pointer on the computer terminal screen, whereby a hyper-link 
would tag the hidden co-ordinates to the author's descriptor. The same 
web based maps could be used by subscribers wishing to look ahead for 
15 local information relating to a future location that they are proposing to 
travel to. 

While the above embodiment has been described in the context of a mobile 
communications system, it is to be understood that the invention is not 
20 restricted to network of this type but is applicable to any network which 
supports multi-media and mobility including the future proposed fixed 
network, since in this case, the location of telephone sockets is known and 
can be signalled to the handset. 
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CLAIMS 

1. A system for enabling a subscriber to access information, specific to 
his locality, from a remote source, the system comprising: 

5 

a subscriber communications unit including means for recording 
data relating to the subscriber's location, 

a user interface module including means for generating a 
subscriber location address message for transmission to the remote 
10 resource, and receiving means for receiving from the remote resource 
information specific to the subscriber locality. 

2. A system according to Claim 1 and further including a remote 
resource provided with an applications programming interface for 

15 enabling selection of information specific to the subscriber's locality. 

3. A system according to either preceding Claim in which the means 
for generating a subscriber location address message comprises an 
application programming interface. 

20 

4. A system according to any preceding Claim in which the subscriber 
communications unit comprises a mobile telephone. 

5. A system according to any of Claims 1 to 3 in which the subscriber 
25 communications unit comprises a radio modem. 

6. A system according to any of Claims 1 to 5 in which the user 
interface module is incorporated in the subscriber communications unit. 

30 7. A system according to any of Claims 1 to 5 in which the user 
interface module forms part of a personal digital assistant. 
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8. A system according to any of Claims 1 to 5 in which the user 
interface module forms part of a computer terminal. 

9. A method for enabling a subscriber to access information specific to 
5 his locality, from a remote resource, the method comprising the steps of: 

recording data relating to the subscriber's location; 
generating a subscriber location address message; 
transmitting the subscriber location address message to the remote 
10 resource; 

and receiving from the remote resource, information specific to the 
subscriber. 

10. A system for enabling a subscriber to access information specific to 
15 his locality from a remote resource as hereinbefore described reference to 

the drawing. 

11. A method for enabling a subscriber to access information specific to 
his locality from a remote resource, said method being substantially as 

20 hereinbefore described with reference to the drawing. 
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